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ABSTRACT

This paper reports the findings of a study involving the selection process that adult graduate
students used when choosing to pursue and attain an advanced business degree at Southern
Wesleyan University. This study includes a comparison of the initial priorities used in the
selection process to priorities that remain important in retrospect. The study also includes a
comparison of the school’s stated program objectives to the reasons for students’ program
selection. A two-tailed analysis of data supplied by 184 respondents revealed there was no
significant difference between student responses at the beginning of the program and student
responses at the conclusion of the program. The study also reveals a close alignment between the
school’s program objectives and some of the highest ranked priorities given by the students for
choosing the programs. The four (4) highest ranked priorities at the beginning and at the end of
the program included “Fits my schedule”, “Job advancement/marketability”, “Received
undergraduate degree from SWU,” and “Christian perspective.” These results can assist
University administrators, managers, and recruiters in adapting their marketing strategies to
provide critical and relevant information to prospective students. The study did not consider
demographics as a component of the selection process or with the school’s stated program
objectives.
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INTRODUCTION: HIGHER LEARNING INSTITUTIONS AND BUSINESS

Administration (MBA), or Master of Science in Management (MSM) requires much research and

deliberation.  Prospective adult graduate students have numerous considerations and constraints
including, but not limited to, family, finances and work. A decision of this magnitude could be one of the most
important decisions these individuals make. As such, it becomes an integral part of a university’s continuous
improvement obligation to “put their fingers” on the pulse of their past, current and future students by regularly
surveying them about their thoughts, needs and desires (Kenney and Mujtaba, 2008; Mujtaba, 2007A). Besides
having a good reputation for academic quality and respected programs, students select a university and course of
study that can actually enhance their performance outcome as students in the school and as individuals in the
workplace (Mujtaba and McAtavey, 2006). This point is especially important for graduate students who are
selecting a master’s of business administration program.

% hoosing an institution of higher learning to earn an advanced business degree, i.e. Master of Business

55



American Journal of Business Education — July 2009 Volume 2, Number 4

Some of the criteria for selection of an MBA Program may be common for many, but unique for others.
The focus of this study centered on discovering if students had significantly different priorities in this critical
advanced business degree selection process before beginning their program, as compared to priorities in retrospect.
It was also important to determine if the University’s stated program objectives closely aligned with the priorities for
program selection.

Motivated by the desire to serve the adult population throughout the State of South Carolina and in a spirit
open to innovative change, the Adult and Graduate Studies (AGS) program was developed at Southern Wesleyan
University (SWU). SWU understands the special requirements of adults who are interested in receiving a graduate
college business degree and have to continue to meet other personal commitments. The AGS program is designed
for working adults, combining theory with practical experience.

The general objectives of the Southern Wesleyan University AGS Masters’ programs (AGS Student
Handbook, 2005) were:

1. Offer a program leading to a master’s degree to people whose occupation, family responsibilities or
personal preferences do not permit them to spend major blocks of time on a campus.

2. Provide a degree program that requires the mastery of learning outcomes at the academic level appropriate
to students’ degree goals.

3. Provide students with a comprehensive yet practical education through an intense curriculum that draws on

resources, theories, and knowledge of all relevant disciplines in order to enable the students to acquire
skills in communication, information processing, analysis, syntheses, and problem solving.

4, Facilitate an understanding of the importance of a dynamic social conscience and the application of
Christian principles in a professional environment.

The data utilized in this study were obtained from the 2005 enrollment year for SWU’s AGS program
(Couch, 2005) and yielded the following demographic results: Population (313 students consisting of 140 males and
193 females with an average age of 39.3 years); race (161 White, 127 Black, 17 unknown, 5 Asian Pacific, 2 Native
American/Alaskan, and 1 non-resident alien); and religious denomination (104 Baptists, 63 other, 55
nondenominational, 28 Catholics, 26 Methodists, 10 Presbyterians, 10 Lutherans, 5 Episcopalians, 7 Pentecostals
and 5 Wesleyans).

This present study examines not only the importance and priorities of the reasons utilized in choosing an
adult graduate program but also looks at whether or not these reasons remain constant throughout the students’
program. The findings of this research will assist the University’s administration in making future marketing and
program development decisions.

LITERATURE REVIEW OF COLLEGE TRANSITIONS

The scope of our literature search encompassed high school graduates looking at undergraduate programs,
working adults looking at part-time graduate MBA programs and adults seeking full-time MBA programs. Research
initiatives looked at reasons for pursuing an MBA degree, the importance of selection criteria and overall influences
in the selection process.

High School Graduates Matriculating into Undergraduate Business Programs. When high school students, their
parents and others are in the process of selecting a college or university, many factors are considered (Mujtaba and
McAtavey, 2006; Bowers and Pugh, 1973). According to their research, the two (2) most important reasons for
students and their parents are academic reputation and the reputation of the specific department or school. While
many other factors, such as geography, financial, social, cultural and living conditions, were points of discussion by
both students and their parents, academics were at the top of the list. Important influences on college choice
decisions from both student and parent perspectives (Broekemier and Seshadri, 1999) are also identified. Based on
the research, the rank order of importance for high school students was: 1) Programs of study, 2) Cost advantages, 3)
Availability of financial aid, 4) Job placement after graduation and 5) Facility quality. The rank order for parents
was: 1) Programs of study, 2) Safety, 3) Cost advantages, 4) Academic reputation and 5) Facility quality.
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A study (Clinton, 1989) of high school graduates looking at colleges and universities reported the relative
importance of decision criteria. The rank ordering was: 1) Recommendation of parents, 2) Degree programs in
chosen career, 3) Quality education, and 4) Recommendations of friends. Other studies (Powers, 1988; Sevier, 1987
and Trusheim, Crouse & Middaugh, 1990) about newly graduated high school students continuing their education as
full-time undergraduates indicate a rank order as follows: 1) Academic reputation, 2) Quality of faculty, 3) Job
opportunities and 4) Reputation of the faculty.

A research study (Broekemier, 2002) of adult/nontraditional (part-time, evening/weekend classes)
undergraduate college students indicates the top ranked selection criterion is the program of study/majors and the
second ranked criterion is the schedule for classes. Since religion is becoming an important factor in the workplace,
some students and their parents are selecting education programs and institutions that are founded upon similar
values as their own (Mujtaba, 2007B). Religion is perhaps just as important of selection criteria for undergraduate
students as it is for graduate students. Therefore, institutions regularly conduct research to see if they are attracting
and retaining students based on their values and whether their marketing efforts are fruitful.

College Graduates Matriculating into Nontraditional Graduate Business Programs. The benefits of pursuing an
MBA degree differ between employees and their employers (Luker, Bowers and Powers, 1989). Working adults as
part-time students list their top four (4) reasons for pursuing an MBA degree as: 1) Attain long-term career
objectives, 2) Promotion possibilities, 3) Remain competitive in the job market and 4) Higher income.

The 1989 small survey of executives questioned the value of employees earning an MBA degree and their
responses differed greatly from the perceptions of the adult part-time students (Luker, Bowers and Powers, 1989).
For example, one of the questions asked, “Do you feel that pursuing an MBA degree can positively affect an
employee’s job performance?” The results were 40% responding YES and 60%, NO.

Two articles (Kerr, 1995; Chui and Stembridge, 1999) cited working adults want to equip themselves for
promotion and career development by enrolling in Executive type MBA programs. The study showed that Hong
Kong students prefer part-time education over being full-time students because they don’t want to lose out on
business opportunities. The one study by Chui and Stembridge (1999) listed the top four (4) selection reasons in
rank order as: 1) Institution’s reputation , 2) Program curriculum 3) Tuition fees and 4) Mode of delivery.

Anecdotal information (Fieser, 2002) discusses the reasons for working adults returning to school on a part-
time basis to pursue an MBA degree. In general, the author believes that a downturn in the economy, “...the
economy has been so bad, but our aspirant roles are jumping...,” stimulates interest in pursuing an MBA degree.
Apparently, applicants want to improve their credentials and become more competitive for the existing job market.
They are also searching for programs that are flexible in terms of hours and location.

Scheduling and flexibility become much more noted and rank quite a bit higher for nontraditional MBA
students than for traditional undergraduate students. According to studies and one rank ordering, adult part-time
students (Mujtaba, 2007A; Carrel, 2001) wanted: 1) New knowledge and perspectives gained, 2) Convenience of
the program in terms of scheduling, 3) Prospect of increasing value/promotability and 4) Short duration of the
program.

Research by Webb and Allen (1994), as well as Mujtaba (2007A, 2006), examined many different
segments of graduate students, such as full-time vs. part-time, national vs. international and males vs. females.
Backgrounds, cultures, race, aspirations, expectations, wants and needs of various groups are diverse and definitely
influence students’ matriculation decisions. Some of the results of the study for all part-timers were more
influenced by the school’s location, proximity and evening classes for their selection criteria. However, the female
part-time students were significantly more influenced by the school’s location, proximity, parking,
academic/placement reputation, tuition and programs than their male counterparts.

It was reported (Oldham, 2000) that adult, working women needed to consider many personal criteria
before choosing an MBA school. Some anecdotal stories about women deciding where to attend for earning an
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MBA degree reveal that a series of reasons including practicality, trumped prestige and flexibility of part-time
programs,

Working adults pursuing part-time MBA programs (Panitz, 1995) expected their MBA experience to be a
career enhancing action and wanted the institution chosen to provide this enhancement to a superior level.
Accreditation organizations, such as the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), offer
schools the opportunity to meet criteria for excellence. The top four (4) expectations MBA students deemed
important in an MBA program are: 1) Accreditation, 2) Quality of instruction, 3) Professors having business
experience, and 4) Professors know theory.

It is interesting to note that the full-time graduate students had a top ranking selection different from the
part-time working adult students (Richardson and Stacey, 1993). The rank order of this study for full-time students
was: 1) Placement of graduate, 2) Academically challenging program, 3) Reputation of department faculty and 4)
Departmental faculty/graduate student ratio.

“The wide range of results seen in the literature may be due to several factors. Student samples can range
dramatically on their educational objective, economic level and socialization patterns. Other factors could include
the academic field or preference of the students surveyed and the timing of the study,” (Powers, 1988).

RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESES

We wanted to know if the importance of the selection criteria remained relatively consistent for students
entering the programs and students completing the programs. In other words, did the percentage of specific reasons
for selecting SWU remain the same over time or differ as the students approached graduation? The survey was also
used to collect data pertaining to the top four (4) objectives of AGS and to determine the criteria influencing
selection of Southern Wesleyan University to earn a graduate degree in management/business administration.

The questionnaire was very simple and only asked for their cohort number and the following open-ended
question: “Why did you choose to pursue a graduate degree (MSM/MBA) at Southern Wesleyan University?” The
responses were open-ended. The questions did not ask for a rank ordering but rather a listing of reasons. Even
though the tabulated data suggested a rank ordering of reasons, it more accurately represented the response
frequency of each reason. We did, however, utilize the data to create a Pareto chart listing frequencies.

The data gathering procedures occurred during the first two courses in the SWU programs and were
deposited in the “start” category (first two courses in the program). Data for the “completion” category were
collected during either the last workshop or next to the last workshop (last two courses).

The hypotheses testing related to comparing the “start” and “completion” data gathered from the
respondents. The general null hypothesis states there is no significant difference between reasons for choosing a
graduate degree program (either the MSM or MBA) at Southern Wesleyan University from the “start” of the
program or at the “completion” of the program. We utilized the first four (4) reasons for selection since they
represented slightly over 50% of the total reasons.

The hypothesis testing involved two proportions. It was a two-tailed test: The confidence coefficient
selected was .95 and the level of significance selected was 0.05.

Assuming a normal curve for each of the responses and applying that 95% of the computed critical ratio (z)
values will be between —1.96 and + 1.96 under the assumption that there was no significant difference between the
proportions. The areas of rejection were 0.025 at the far right and far left of the normal curve.

RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

Hypothesis # 1: There is no significant difference between “Fits my schedule” for choosing a graduate degree
program (either the MSM or MBA) at Southern Wesleyan University at the “start” of the program or at the
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“completion” of the program. The alternative hypothesis states that there is a significant difference. The critical (z)
value was calculated to be — 0.26; therefore, accept the null hypothesis.

Hypothesis # 2: There is no significant difference between “Job advancement/marketability” for choosing a
graduate degree program (either the MSM or MBA) at Southern Wesleyan University at the “start” of the program
or at the “completion” of the program. The alternative hypothesis states that there is a significant difference. The
critical (z) value was calculated to be 1.15; therefore, accept the null hypothesis.

Hypothesis # 3: There is no significant difference between ‘“Received undergraduate degree from SWU” for
choosing a graduate degree program (either the Master of Science in Management or Master of Business
Administration) at Southern Wesleyan University at the “start” of the program or at the “completion” of the
program. The alternative hypothesis states that there is a significant difference. The critical (z) value was calculated
to be — 0.71; therefore, accept the null hypothesis.

Hypothesis # 4: There is no significant difference between “Christian perspective” for choosing a graduate degree
program (MSM or MBA) at Southern Wesleyan University at the “start” of the program or at the “completion” of
the program. The alternative hypothesis states that there is a significant difference. The critical (z) value was
calculated to be — 1.28; therefore, accept the null hypothesis.

When comparing the information presented in Table 1 to that of the University’s AGS Masters’ program
objectives, the following comments are offered.

AGS Obijective # 1: “Offer a program leading to an Associate’s, Bachelor’s, or Master’s degree to people whose
occupation, family responsibilities, or personal preferences do not permit them to spend major blocks of time in
residence on a campus.” The reason “Fits my schedule” is ranked number one in both categories of the survey. At
the start of the program 23% of the sample population ranked “Fits my schedule” the highest, and at the end of the
program 22.4% ranked this reason number one. The University’s number one program objective is considered
number one by the sample population both at the beginning of the program and at the end of the program.

AGS Obijective # 2: “Provide a degree program that requires mastery of learning outcomes at the academic level
appropriate to students’ degree goals.” “Job advancement/ marketability” is ranked second in both categories of the
survey. At the start of the program 16.1% of the sample population ranked “Job advancement/marketability”
second highest, and at the end of the program 12% ranked this reason number two.

AGS Obijective # 3: “Provide students with a comprehensive, yet practical education through an intense curriculum
that draws on resources, theories and knowledge of all relevant disciplines in order to enable the students to acquire
skills in communication, information processing, analysis, syntheses and problem solving.” “Learn more about
management” is ranked number ten at the start of the program with 3.2% responding. At the end of the program
with 4.1% responding, this reason was ranked number seven.

AGS Objective # 4: “Facilitate an understanding of the importance of a dynamic social conscience and the
application of Christian principles in a professional environment.” “Christian perspective” is ranked number four at
the start of the program with 7.4% responding, and at the end of the program “Christian Perspective” was ranked
number three with 8.3% responding.

Working adults with college degrees are aware of the continuing changes in the business environment.
Their undergraduate degrees have usually factored into their present employment opportunity. As their business
experiences increase, it is quite natural to begin to give thought to the need for additional education/formal training
to keep their knowledge attuned with new directions to problem solving. Actual work experience calls attention to
the greater need to make daily decisions in their work. Always there is a consideration for additional studies to
enhance earning power through job advancement recognition.

After concluding that one needs to plan for earning a graduate business degree, we wondered if the evening
students pursuing an MBA or MSM degree at SWU had rethought their decision selection criteria when they
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reflected on their 18-month tenure with the SWU program. If they were given the chance to answer the question,
“Why did you choose to pursue a graduate degree (MSM/MBA) at Southern Wesleyan University?” again, would
they have a different set of selection criteria?

Table 1 — Student Ranking: Start and Completion Data

Start Completion
Rank | Quantity (n) % Reason Rank | Quantity (n) % Reason
order order
1 50 23.0 | Fits my schedule 1 54 22.4 | Fits my schedule
2 35 16.1 | Job advancement/ 2 29 12.0 | Job advancement/
marketability marketability
3 19 8.8 | Received undergraduate 3 24 10.0 | Christian perspective
degree from SWU
4 16 7.4 | Christian perspective 4 20 8.3 | Received undergraduate
degree from SWU
4 16 7.4 | Convenient to my home 5 15 6.2 | 18 month schedule
& work
4 16 7.4 | Personal goal 6 13 5.4 | Convenient to my home &
work
7 14 6.5 | 18 month schedule 7 10 4.1 | Learn more about
management
8 12 5.5 | Group/Team work/small 7 10 4.1 | Personal goal
class size
9 10 4.6 | Costwas reasonable 7 10 4.1 | Quality of professors,
with real world
experience
10 7 3.2 | Learn more about 10 8 3.3 | Group/Team work/small
management class size
11 5 2.3 | Quality of professors, 11 7 2.9 | Excellent
with real world reputation/structure
experience
12 17 7.8 | “Other” 12 41 17.2 | “Other”
Total 217 100% Total 241 100%
Total Number of Students = 90 Total Number of Students = 94

The conclusions is that the differences in responses were insignificant, and we accepted the null hypotheses
that there are no significant differences between responses at the “start” and “completion” portions of the graduate
level programs. Therefore, the students were consistent in responding to the survey question. The responses and the
knowledge of consistency can be used in marketing programs with a great deal of assurance.

When comparing the results of the survey to the four (4) general objectives of SWU, we find a very good
connection and linkage between the University’s objectives and the survey results.

As cited in the literature search, students selecting a university for full-time (traditional)
undergraduate/graduate work have a list of criteria that includes: Academic reputation, Programs of study, Cost
advantages, Recommendations of parents and Placement of graduate. The adults pursuing part-time (non-
traditional) MBA/MSM in the beginning of the SWU program selected the rank order of: Fits my schedule, Job
advancement/marketability, Received undergraduate degree from SWU, a Christian perspective, Convenient to my
home and work, etc. These first five (5) reasons were listed by 70% of the respondents’ responses.

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The good news is that the new students coming into the program and those graduating are the types of
students that the university has been recruiting to support its institutional culture and goals. We can say that the
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values of entering as well as graduating students, studied in this research, seem to be similar when it comes to their
preferences and needs for choosing graduate business programs. What is also interesting is that the nearly two years
of graduate schooling has not impacted the rankings of graduating students. Thus, it can be implied that the values of
students tend to remain similar, at least, over a short period of time. Since a person’s values drive his/her actions,
these students would make the same choices if they had to do it over again. The consistency between the responses
of entering and graduating students could also means that these students who are soon to be alumni are happy with
their choice of school and program.

As with any study, there are some limitations to this research as well. Since the responses are limited to a
small size (n=184), the results cannot be generalized to other students or universities. Future researchers can involve
more students and compare the results longitudinally over a five to ten year period. Since the entering students and
graduating students were different groups studied during the same time period, the results could reflect other
variables linked to the institution’s culture and not necessarily the values and preferences of the students. Looking at
more groups in different years can provide a control mechanism for institutional issues related to the university and
their specific focus at a given time. Finally, since the students surveyed had already chosen this school, it might
represent the similarities of values in their socialization or geographical upbringings. Perhaps students from other
schools’ MBA Programs can be included in future surveys to compare the results. Future studies can put more
variables into the process to see where the students are coming from and whether location, ethnicity and/or gender
actually make a difference in the rankings.

CONCLUSION

The students seem to have a strong expectation of a non-traditional, higher education program being
flexible enough to meet the time demands of today’s working professionals and affording job advancement and
marketability in today’s competitive workplace. In addition, they recognized the distinctiveness of the academic
institution utilized in this study that affords both undergraduate and graduate degrees with a Christian perspective.
At the same time, while it is easy to establish a rank ordering of information regarding the selection of a particular
academic institution, the final decision is most probably an amalgamation of inputs. Further studies should be
pursued regarding other institutions of higher learning to research the importance of the distinctiveness in choosing a
school for the pursuit of a graduate degree, and there could be an opportunity to explore demographics as
determining factors.
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